wr er S ee — 
_ ~ 5 hee a 


ea RENT "aul ii, ~ a ” : 


an 
— a * — na 


onan aoa — 


ods 


a en. elite _— 


Lertexs to the Dead 


Each Halloween and lifting the door 

I back away in horror, throwing apples 
—the dead are always hungry 

but on this night already icing over 
they come without moving their lips 


—even these sweets smell from ashes 
from snow burning to the ground and you 
are water now, wandering door to door 
the way mountainsides sometimes forget 
and nothing can be heard 

except this thin waxpaper, unfolded 
crackling in my hands. 


For this first frost 

I set a trap :your grave 

as if some candy bar once unsealed 
would flow again —with each step 
I’m falling through the Earth 
overtaking name by name. 


You did not come tonight, the dirt 
must still be warm from fruit 

and sandwiches —at the door 
with one hand out 

I tell something to eat 

not to forget where it eats 

where it sleeps and in half. 


Simon Perchik 


My hand struggling inside this tiny fish 
makes a place —you won't believe it! 


I can hear my hand along my arm 
gutting that still warm evening 

—even now, as we talk, each heartbeat 
cries upstream for its mother 

leaps heart over heart, heard its name. 


You're nervous. I can tell. 

You always come to the shed like this 
throwing its screendoor over the table 
over the belly —I’m making room 


for the world, for the tears that cover my body 
—I can’t breathe —quick! take my arm 

this time deep enough for two | 

and waves leaving the sea forever. 


Lettexs to the Dead 


Not the kind ponds pull up, the ice 
comes from your hair, starts 

in this dry bread, the empty cup 
while my hands scrape your cheeks 
and crumbs falling across :snow 
breaking away, the sky less and less 


—not just your mouth, the floe 

is weightless, hovers over this tablecloth 
and in its center all those galaxies 
circling down, tighter and tighter 

for the little heat that’s left. 


Did you have curls? 


The cold never gives up once it touches 
the dirt that’s known you all its life 
—you’re used to how this feeble cup 
sends for you, for the light 

the sun chased off :each morning 

held close to my lips —one kiss 
another, then another, peeling back 

the frost, the motionless Earth 


the shadows —you’ve never forgotten 
this fragrance, this loaf so close 
shattered the way a lost star 

still flashes, almost finding 

your eyebrows and the drifts. 


Simon Perchik 


Even this tree :a stranglehold 

once used for calling you and now 
means the night —this low branch 
still ruffling feathers 

can’t recover its faint cry 

its warm breeze that shelters you 


now that every stone is sealed 
is pressed to my lips 
as if some trumpet or fountain 
or filled with ecstasy 
ready this time —even the sun 


broken in two and now 

your light darkens half the sky 
glows over my arms and the moon 
that can’t look away :this digging 


has to stop! the tree can’t hold on 

—not all its shadow will survive 

—these leaves will shatter, the sun 

in bits onto the ground and the neighbors 
say they can’t sleep 

are tired hearing about when I find you 
and it’s already almost morning. 


Letters To the Dead 


And the dead can’t wait, they crouch 
when you shut the lid —it’s easier 
to remember in the dirt 


how their first cry, being born 
and the sky hiding outside, caught hold 
though the cold would last forever 


—their jaws still ache —they remember 
their first breath, then another 
that weighs almost nothing 


unable to land on Earth, higher 
and higher and the eyes they leave behind 
pulling —you can hear them 


one by one, all the dead 
headlong in some great cascade 
an avalanche :heartbeats full throttle 


on edge —another powerdive 
with stones cracking open 
breathing again —the dead 


can’t wait, want more height, cold air 
to rush the heart again 
—they still pull up on their knees 


—they can’t forget —in the dirt 
all coffins take on a cockpit smell 
complete with the uncontrollable song 


from small flowers making more air 
sending up a moon, then another 
that weighs almost nothing. 


Siaon Perchik 


Step by step :some key 

will fit and the ground 

open, my shoe 

enter the Earth through a twist 
and emptiness —this stone 


is homeless now, loosened 

—you think it’s time, the small hole 
beginning and the light 

exactly where it left off 


will visit this stone, give ita name 
a garden, let it grow tall and in one place 
—you think it’s a path under my shoe 


and with each step more stones 

line up against each side :a great sea 
breaking in half, half you 

half me breathing into the ground, calling 
and my throat bends backward 

forward, breaking in half and you 


think it must be morning, begin 

from the bottom, filling my heart 

with underground streams 

till I too am the river, the sea 

and under the shore more kisses, our mouths 
at last by themselves. 


Lettexs to the Dead 


What chance have these clouds, climbing out 
limping —they hardly notice 

the sky can’t heal itself, is wandering off 

for hillsides —these old injuries 


grow back —there’s no place cleared 
—even the birds 

hovering and the air not ready. 

It’s the risk, by instinct, coming back 


aimlessly running my hand over the dirt 
to find something you don’t hear anymore 
that hurts when held 

that will arrive, become the rain 


still scratching for a home underground 
—become those planes hunched over 
on their way to the sun, bringing back 
the fire, the mountainsides 


and breaking. What you don’t hear anymore 
is splitting in half, over and over 
awaiting,atakenaway __ 

and in my mind. And in the evenings. 


Simon Perchik — - eee bee fo eS 


Not until these stars began to cluster 
did the first heart stir —even now 
the sky rising and falling 

brushing against just my finger. 

I almost start a fire, almost not. 


To point has always been dangerous 
—even the firing squad needs protection 
and I cover your eyes 

—already one star stopped moving 

no longer passes through your heart 
falling from one place to another 
backwards into how far everything is. 


The glove is useless, not yet wet 

or cold or the morning whose light 

was once a seed deep inside the Earth 
—one finger still remembers the North Star 
the exact distance and from your eyes 

their vague breeze still climbing 

taking the stone away from your stone 

till nothing is left but the darkness 

that used to be the sky on fire 


—more than ever now 

I walk at night as if I could 

with just a simple touch 

and from your heart a great morning 
—all these stars —in a pack 

and from my hand the sun 

lifting you into mountains, wolves, flesh. 


It takes time. Winters. 

And the glove I left for you 
somehow is blowing away 
—stars too are weak. 

They take so much time. 


Letters to the Dead 


All morning I feed the petals 
more and more warm water 

the way a child just born 

already knows to kiss head down 


that all that’s left from the sky | 
is air and in this emptied pail 

a few mouthfuls, a sun 

day by day growing taller 


glistening with talons, feathers 
rivers that eat from under their sea’s 
loving lullabies and drownings 

and in my hand the tin pail 


leans down to watch its reflection 
darken from thirst and loneliness 
and the ground —I don’t dare look up 


—the light trying to blind these flowers 
—you can feel the wrinkles where my eyes 
were clawed —you think it’s just me 

that flowers don’t need to'see how this rain 


comes softly from my hand or how 
you lifted it to your breasts 

and make a morning, year after year 
from blues and greens and mud. 


Simon Perchik 
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As if they were just born, my kisses 
nesting in your ear, their throats 
trembling —what you hear 


were birds, famished and the Earth 
turns into the wind that bends 
and still more dirt into your mouth 


—it’s all I can do 
kisses, with small, black feathers 
with lips almost bone —what you hear 


were hillsides spreading out, their wings 
still damp, pressed to the ground 
—you hear the light skimming across 


my forehead and the soft chafing 
wearing down your face 
—TI can’t recognize your lips 


or where these tears are coming from —I just 
reach in, filling your ears with gusts 
and the feeble height over your breathing. 


Lettexs To the Dead 


What I hear, flat, off key 
—my eyes take control, squint 
and the sky tightening 


—one bird is always rain, the other 
a soft hillside 
and that girl I almost forgot 


arching her still warm tongue —my ear 
hardly moving and yet these birds 
find me, are staring. 


You didn’t know her 
didn’t hear the darkness 
and deep in my ear 


still troubled, unstrung 
—do you remember suddenly too ieee 
—the chicks half hidden, their nest 


midair —those two huge crows 
in close formation 
—the flapping cry to your heart. 


What I hear, my eyes shaping a sky 
that won't seem right, you 
will be gone, covered with wings 


with what’s broken from my eyes 
in pieces, still warm, deeper, deeper 
and my ear thrown to the ground 


—you didn’t hear 


or when the sky comes at night 
to make room for birds and overflowing. 


I] 


Simon Perchik 
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Into that shaft all angels 
weightless and pleasant, seeds too 
want it warm 

milling around my window 

as a record where its dust 

lies close to its tightening song 


—if I could make this window wider 
sing from the beginning 

wherever you are lowering a shade 
to wipe away another galaxy 


—if I could rub one finger on the glass 
and from this window that feeble tune 
couldn’t, just couldn’t 

be coiling around my throat 


—it would sing, the words would come 
you would hear my breath 
still warm in your throat 
singing out loud till your heart 


wherever you are lowering the sun 
and in that shade 

count from the beginning, with zero 
the vague words :the dust 

till my breath gives out. 


Lertexs To the Dead 


Even my axe tries to hide 

and under its rust a childless edge 
exhausted in this stump, its fruit 
sanded, smelling from rain and iron 


—TI grip the handle 

to come to a stop :a finishing stroke 
covered with footsteps 

each deeper, deeper, the last 

a cliff falling through the Earth. 


I will say, It’s enough! drink some water 
to remind my breath to wait 

let it sit by the river icing over 

over my throat and the sunset 

sharper than my graveside 


—again, It’s enough! 

as if a long, curved tiller 
was somehow following 
was in back and waiting. 
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Simon Perchik 
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From a rowboat :a letter 
still trying to leave —further down 
alone and from my hand the current 


slows —the goodbye will harden 
into water and forever 
and from the Earth 


pulled step by step :these oars 
have lost the road, lost the sea 
and your name laid out on this envelope 


—you will arrive 
but my arm holds on to a few hours 
to the warm splashes —the oars 


openly their embrace and letting go 
though the river almost stops 
almost your lips and rising. 
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Lertexs To the Dead 


A simple bow :my arms 

as ribbon will point to what's inside 
hammering —grease-caked rope 
knotted for my highwire act 
wrapped around a raft 

splintering, rocks everywhere.. 


I hang on, low clouds, thunder 

the sunset falling off the Earth, feathers 
left and right :not one star 

sinks to the bottom —my arms 


outcasts, shredded :the two sails 

Noah forgot —I’m kept from the shore 
to dig only in backyards 

where the wells hide 

as Jews were buried, like water 

used to pipes and sledges and creaking 
clinging to water 

their only home in this world 


—TI hang on as if my heart too 

a well, tainted 

by a uniform, by banners and boots 
waving, oiling even the ditches 
even the children 


—who drinks this water! 


I only want to find them 

to drain the ditch again 

let out the smoke —to rope my arms 
around and around as a sail 

sees a raft breathe again 
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Simon Pexchik 
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—a water still burning the tiny socks 
the shoes. 


I hang on 

till my feet are sore 

—I make a simple fist :a knot 

for the rope lowered into the dirt :a stake 

to measure my own heart 

as if | were packing an empty glass 

were leaving a country for good, wandering 
again with water so heavy it bends. 


Lettexs To the Dead 


Some sooner than others, the cup 
cold, damp and then 
a singing, hugs, cakes —this table 


prepared, its span would enfold 
be guided :the tattoo 
must be administered —a stranger 


and ask for a refill, assure 
a stain and its circle 


and the chairs somehow now are carried 
higher, boiling pots 
allowed to touch our shoulders 


and a nail where you would expect 
the windowpane to drain 

—we hang this cup for birdseed 
filled —how many times 


-though the waxes we buy 


are already melted, the table 
warmer and unshaken. 
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Simon Perchik 


Our table cracked —every frozen lake 
scents something green 

tries to eat again :this plate 

as helpless drums still break apart 
and thunder turning back 

circling to get a better hold 


—this empty gauge points its knife 
on course, contrails 

rising with ice and water too 
breaks apart, skies 


strike each other —the sparks 

—once I held a snowflake 

and your cup too 

sits around this wooden table 
waiting for my fingertips still on fire 
circling down —you know the sound. 


It grows in ice, the slightest touch 
lifting the Earth, your breasts 
warmed, held safe and all winter 
this table listening for smoke 

and broken frost. And you. 
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Lettexs To the Dead 


This ledge and my leather jacket 
strung on poles to dry 

—always a cross-wind —Hey! 
People eat off there! 


—my shoulders filling out :a chute 
leaning into the sky —Take it easy! 
and throws me a map that’s empty 


though I fold the napkin in half 
and half and over the latest cities 
—it must be winter 


—these stools as if the counter 
is still under snow 

and my wrists in that flat spin 
wrapping, the cup bouncing 


—by the time the police arrive 
he’s showing me the pictures 

the counter more curved than ever 
the coffee flowing to a free stop. 
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Simon Pexchik 


And under the warning lights 

though every other one is missing 

lost over some pothole —the roadcrew 
with long, curved handles 

and the macadam raked the way a seed 
splits open, more and more the air 

it was once, still empty, baiting 

some thunderbolt to strike again 

down the middle —you are making coffee 


—this goes back, the beans 
ground just minutes ago and you 
are facing me, can tell by my eyes 
your eyes will grow the half 

that has no pain and yet this street 
has no center line, each house 

is reunited with the one across 
and the blinking lights 

still looking for their dead 

even in the daytime. 
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Letters To the Dead 


Where is this tree going, footsteps 
as if the snow never saw these leaves 
and reaches underneath —a silver maple 


snagged and from the clearing 
stars pick up the scent 
swarm like flies around a sore —each branch 


looking at its tracks on the ground 

as crowds still toss rice 

or tickertapes or flowers 

though the tree has long ago forgotten 
what was celebrated that Fall and my eyes 


trying to move —that much the tree remembers 
how at a time half the world still burned 

it taught them to blink 

to clear the path thunder would follow 


—my eyes couldn't close fast enough. 
They never saw the darkness, the fire 
fall —yes! yes! what a fire! still 

in a heady breeze, my eyes 

reminded, will flush the dents 

the blown-out parts —every Spring 

I repaint, still, in the warm dawn 
suddenly the house 

white, disguised, more ice on top 
held near, wherever it’s going. 
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Simon Pexcnik 
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So many thorns :these markers sting 


and mourners bent from pain —what other plant 


blossoms only stone, its root 


beginning to stir :a name 
half written, half whispers 
broken to find one another 


—even my footprints waiting in line 
as if a knee would scent 

where the root stopped rumbling 

or tears could soothe my shovel 
filled with snow-capped peaks 


with fires still pulling up walls 
already fallen in the streets, each thud 
so many names on a door and no one 
to open or answer or hear. 


Letters to the Dead 


Your shoulders in overhead sweeps 
pulling you through the dark water 
—you’re turning the Earth 

from its center, eyes closed 

as if you still need the soft, white pillows 
the nurses left at your sides. 


It still snows, it rains 

and my eyes too are useless 

without some glass bent over to comfort them 
—we can’t look up, blindfolded 

like a man about to be shot 

his eyes kept empty 

as if they could reach out 

fill his ears with riversides 


—what you hear is this Mason jar 
and the fresh mound 

these berries will feed 

—they’re sweetening the winter now 
and the fields grow fat, peaceful 


—you hear this jar from the middle 
and the dirt that must know by now 
still sniffs my hand 

streaming with blood 

and the fingers too are missing. 
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Simon Pexchik 


Again a lull across my cheek 
another line that can’t be crossed 
—each side the wound 
mourners in tight hats 

trek single file, invisible 

—with one precise somersault 


the surgeon lifts from my face 

where once your kiss growing monstrous 
was half around the sun —one cheek 
asleep behind some sheet 

created from the light 

from singing in a circle. 


You hear the blade 

longing to reach my lips 

bend from holding on —end over end 
the way a juggler works the high wire 
reaches out for wings 

that can’t stop spinning. 


You would think this hospital staff 

and even the costumes 

come from Ringling Brothers 

from that over-and-over dream 

where the sun now larger than ever 

is lowered with you 

with the marching songs, the elephant 
balanced on a balloon, hind legs midair 
reaching out, trying to cross over 
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Letters to the Dead 


from that ground that never lets go 
the way an acrobat still practices 

for that flight and the sun 

each night deeper, deeper —even you 


hear some nurse tighten the wide strap 
—with a flourish, testing for safety 
and the sky leap off 

to the side, used to it. 
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Simon Perchik 
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Four in the morning and the dog 
wants to talk about her dream 
afraid to stop in the middle 


—the barking smells from salt 
wants to be brushed and the sky 
made ready, shown to someone 


before morning arrives —I calm her fur 
to lay down the way an echo 
is trained to retrieve, waving 


to something I can’t see. It’s no use. 
I need a glass, a spoon 
but the tea no matter how near 


darkens with each goodbye —I need 
to set the dog adrift :an island 
on all sides left facing a great sea 


warning me where sleep is treacherous 
and the mist, louder and louder 
wanting to come home. 


Lettexs to the Dead 


And on this table 
another chance :the loaf 
whose grain last Fall was crushed 


—with one hand! you could hear 
the Earth breaking open to cool 
become brittle, then bone 

then meat from a lamb, warm winds 
and one promise more. 


Perhaps it’s enough —just Esther 
clearly, slowly, your name 

with just one finger reaching out 
one small breath spelling your name 
softly on these still warm crumbs 
—on the rickety wood table 
centered in this room :an axle 
creaking with straw and salt 

and that one word 


as if all your words and this lamb 

come back, the table whole, fresh 

already growing leaves, filling the room 

with skies and branches reaching everywhere. 
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Simon Perchik 
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The cots, the stove, the crew 

unclaimed in this Nissen hut :my mailbox 
between twelve more :a camp 

ditched, the road too narrow, curved 

from rain and letters home, tissue thin 

too weak to lift my lips, my slow 

wide, rippling sweep 

crumpled to tin, its great arc 

now eyes and claws and thirst and the flag 
soaked in blood, waving where it fell. 


People I don’t know send letters 

promising to lose. I’ve already won! 

A SOUTHERN CAPE FOR TWO that couldn’t wait 
printed on the envelope —my hangar’s 


full. Too many capitals and these stamps 
each day heavier :monuments 

defaced the first time up 

tenacious as fly paper 


—I can’t separate the mail 

just by calling out, every name 

sounds as if mine at some briefing 

we agreed the last one left 

a prize that sounded more like laughter 


—the letters too heavy now :a heap 

as clouds still gather each evening red 
—the last carrying their dead 

to the pile :every sky 


waiting on my table to be sent home 
as a flower reaching into the world 
or letters with my name outside. 


Lerterxs To the Dead 


This heat still underfoot 
reminds you how the sun 
would come to your grave’s edge 


with flowers, with a sky 
whose season now is lost 
and the listening 


that goes on forever. 
You can tell from the silence 
I’m standing close, my footmarks 


stopped —for a while we are both dead. 
Who but you would think about daylight 
how colors tire so easily here 


biding their time, listening 


to one foot beside the other 
never letting go and the warmth. 
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Simon Perchik 


I tighten a gift for you 

and the ivy across the street 

slipping through my fingers 

—for just an instant a fuse 

stretching along the bricks 

and workers below | 

have decided to open a mountainside 


—it’s a small thing, the string 
absorbing your gift 

as if there will always be a wall 
ready to fall and in winter the leaves 
year to year remembering 

their same shape 

and never any taller, know 

exactly where and you 

still living in another city 


—I’m mailing you what it means 

not to know, that in my hands 

even cardboard has an edge 

even string reaches an end 

—you will open this box 

and clearly a great rockslide :the knot 
pulled loose and again 

not any other place. 
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Lettexs To the Dead 


I keep looking down cups —the waiters 
don’t joke anymore, the customers yell 
—TI’m not sure where to dig next 


as if you are still turning your head 
in some doorway —waving 

only tears its sides 

and crumbles 


—TI need a shovel :an envelope with seeds 
as stones are baked underground :flowers 
throwing their colors on the stake 


—TI need to guess the spots. 
Sometimes I dig without knocking 
without a yardstick, each hole 

till its clay is fired :ancient jars 


measured by remembering those thin envelopes 
and their predictions :blooms 

bubbling from this cup —each sugar packet 
emptied half by mistake, half in garden 

half waving back 


—I have to guess the distance, to dig 
without breathing 

or turning the ring on my finger 

—I have to look for cups :your eyes 
trapped in the ruins, the surrounding fire. 
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Simon Perchik 


Who knows, with his mouth wide 
—nightmares are so huge 

—they risk the thirsty 

who want always some rescue 

and meaning from the ground—open 


and his lips carried 

as if their river had left 

still saying goodbye 

still hugging the empty dirt —asleep 


who knows why a dream 

will come with a grievance 

break open his skull 

just to yell and thrash around 
because his jaw was slack, too slow 
tried to hide how the dead 

close their lips, are spared. 


It does no good to imitate stone 
or the soft cry lost ina well 
—night after night coming back 
and his mouth darker than ice 


—who knows! you only see the teeth 
the man losing himself 

in a great sea filled with frenzy 
—jaws full throttle and in his belly 
cold air, sharp rocks —by morning 


32 


something that sounds like waves 
will fall between his words for food 
—he will bathe his arms 

the way those birds in the parks 

fly into the redeeming wind 

into that torrent pulling them upward 
—he will reach outside 

as if there was a bench 

a fountain, some crumbs. 


Lettexs To the Dead 
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Simon Perchik 
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I should wear gloves, these white pages 
unpacked from their pad, laid out 

as a surgeon would your snapshot 

till only the closed lips can be seen 

and my table begin to tremble 


—who can work this way 

not know your lips won’t move, I need 
glasses, that new lens 

urged in the journals, my eyes 

would enter your skin 


go at your heart 

while the dead, writes the inventor 
just by a blink toward the door 
and under that faint breeze 
everything breathes again 

—you rise from your photo 

as once turning from a mirror 

you crowed, Not bad, eh! 


There was 

except now everything needs enlarging 
no page is wide enough 

—even my pulse falling off 

before it dries into a word 

into a question mark at last at rest 


—I should practice grammar 
let these sheets read 

how their blood too will clot 
become that small and smaller 
just the right cut and your lips 


fly! I should huge fans 

surround your picture and in my arms 
the pages louder and louder 

work this way. 


Lertexs To the Dead 


Again the sun and I — 

on our way back —this watch 

one hour younger 

and the mark where my wrist 

as if great breakers tracing the sky 
and in my heart each wave 

sent further, my wrist 


ready to snap —the shadows in this watch 
still rattle one after another 

coming and go —you think it’s you 

back and forth, turning around, not sure. 


It’s just some light broken away, an hour 
to be comforted, added under you 

and you hear the sea rising 

rubbing your eyes —you hear my arm 
floating beside yours and the sun 

who has so many. 


Save up. One hour held tight 

kept and for a while 

the distance empties in the open 
—you can see and the arm you fill 
is mine and the hiding places. 
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No hardhat and this stubborn doctor 
too close, my heart 

battering his head —his timid fingers 
knocking to unearth from my chest 
the great cave, the fire that listens 


for flesh —he collects and keeps a chart 
slants his pencil-thin light 

writes on my eyes 

something I wanted forgotten 


—without a rope, the light 
lowered through my throat. 

He says my breath is still in place 
warm from human sacrifice. 

He asks how old I am 


and my heart by milliliters 

is carried off on a tray 

as if a wince could tell 

what blood was like in ancient times 


the blood that always saw me naked 
the blood long before the Earth 
began to beat :the avalanche 

still gushing out my arms 

my colors and perfumes. 


This doctor’s used to snapping nerves 

with pointed hammers and whisk brooms 
—he digs bareheaded, uncovers 

the murmur stone by stone :so many deaths 
for one brief grave :my heart 

as sometimes an old school song 

and the soft drizzle that was a name 

before his cold fingers, the fierce cough 

he tells me to try. 


Lettexs to the Dead 


Bloated with seas it never wanted, the moon 
with broken knuckles tighter and tighter 
around its twin :a stone learning to fall 


face up as every spark swollen from that deep breath 
wider than light —I teach this stone to hide 
to pull away on its knees, on its evenings 


its pieces and the stone learns to rise 
closer, closer, my hands sucked up in ecstasy 


—I teach it madness and the moon 
death :a brother and sister staring 
as if one could lift the other, the stone 


overflow and the Earth all night 
drifting on loneliness :the light carried off 
always in a rusted pail 


—under this weight the ground 
darker, darker, slowly the moon 
filling its craters in my heart 
and the seas sent back frozen 


still shatter as if rain once brightened this pail 
and this stone, even in madness, on fire and shining. 
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What a long way —they know 
it’s there, trapped when the ocean 
sweet from that first rain 

—all these years its tracks 

and waves one by one 

trying to climb out 


—deep in the mine they know 
how bottom sand was scoured 
step by step —nothing’s left 
except the claws and the scent 
from what was once a breath | 
still floating on the surface. 


They train for this —in shifts 

drift down and tied to their eyes 
tiny lamps spread slowly outward 
—they stare at a sky 


as if the mine was still on fire 

—they know it’s here, that this mountain 
is why they’re afraid and bone by bone 
pierce the Earth for those ravines 

still prowling with dinosaurs 

and with each tremor more coal 

in clusters and hold 

a great darkness without any water. 
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Lettexs to the Dead 


As if its stream would slow 

this mountain stops —you hear the struggle 
loudest in winter 

and though the dead are no longer intimate 
the dirt is crowded —those still inside 
holding up their names, when 

they were born, where 

they can be found. 


The stone —even without the stone 

they have great power, the ones just born 
are the strongest, return | 
with the heavier flowers. 


The weakest are those dead the longest. 
They lose their memory, their coffin 
leans and they clasp your hand 

not sure it’s yours —what they touch 


is the climb from the well 

that nourishes all stone, the pull 

and hardening —you can hear how bones 
are fitted together again 

and overflowing. 
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Just our initials, carved 

as a heart is warmed by bark 

by one clean sweep as the sun all day 
erasing its light, each day brighter 


—let the landlord yell. Say 

you don’t know or why 

or some mistake. There’s insurance 

for these errors. And omissions. Say 
you saw lightning, your door 

always rattled, no one comes for leaves 
and the lock was filled with birds, say 
feel the key. Worn down, bleeding. 


My wrist still aches. 

Holding a rag and this knife 

I struck your door to find you, kiss you 
—the blade was exhausted. 


I had to carry it down the steps 
as some giant redwood 


falling, falling, say to your landlord 


the door was calling out for water 
that even its heart stopped hiding, say 
you will keep a faucet open 

will water this heart 

till each letter fills with lakes, in time 
even the birds won't notice, say 

in time, in time, say centuries. 


Say this heart was left 

as at Christmas time a gift 

under the branches —the tree 

is honored, the door ripens 

opens its sweet oranges, sweet lips 
sweet arms and legs, a home, say 
sweeter than toes and fingers. 
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Into this headwind 

easily, my strut 

reminds each bird how it first danced 
and the sky from everywhere at once 


as if a wing resting too long 
won't remember the paws 
or swipes :I’m circling 


to retrieve my feathers 

to gather the sky closer :a gesture 
a swath and the headwind 

—a few top branches 

all that’s left from claws 

from leaps I never forgot 


and those who stayed aloft 
recognize this circle, they hear 
my knees :that contagious stroke 


would become their song :gusts 

still embedded in my knees 

in these branches filled with streams 
that overflow then dry :my shadow 

too heavy, follows forever and the birds 


—in my knees the Earth 

still hears its first bird 

roots and all 

circling higher, wings 

as if my heart 

weighs more than its shadow 

more than the night and these fields. 
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In my mouth this fire, its shadow 
grows enormous, swallowing the sky 
—all evening as if my breath 


—TI escape with waves, with ships 
with faith and all these stars 
broken off :a great spine 


thrashing the Earth, the dim fire inside 
—each morning stirred into bloom 
—Esther. Come here! warm yourself 


dry yourself, look around. It was a fire 
to last and from behind your door 
from behind your tombstone so frozen the air 


would not survive —Esther 
warm your breath, inhale again 
that the monster on fire 


return the sea, stop this drop-by-drop 
sifting —my jaws as mountains 

lifted into snow, let go 

and rain lifted from my heart. 
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These holes limping closer to my arms 
and louder :cones 
teeming, the sky spreading out 


—everywhere at once, a seam 
takes hold while the seeds 
lay exhausted, fed by a light 


as if the sun somehow remembers 
that first touch, from nowhere 
still heating my blood 


and its own —I will dig 
go lame, each hole following 
and single file 


swelling till it explodes —the emptiness 
around the dead, step by step 
my feet already dark, helplessly pressed 


into a trackless, still coiling bone 


coming to close again 
around my cry and the others. 
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The rug, the chair, the rusted bedframe 
keep this yard warm 
—it could just as well be a bus 


be that mountain 
letting through the stranded 
the scattered, the roadway 


and never closed —the lopsided table 
the rotting window frame, the snow 
that wants so little care 


that climbs so easily 
has its family’s slope 
its small trees and falling rocks 


—pick up a rock, any rock 
feel how slowly it begins to heat 
as if the mountain was thinking it over 


might close after all 
and this yard —there won't be time 
—your breath frozen in midair 


—what you tried to scream 
will point to where your hand once was 
where the snow was and over your eyes. 
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And he leans from the curb 

carved from passageways and oceanside 
holds one arm still, the other 

swings at random, pointing out 

the wind that grieves forever 

looking everywhere 


—his angle is crucial 

hails car after passing car, leans 
over the red directionals 
exploding in time for the hills 


—he waves to reach a great ship 
that’s falling off the horizon 
where a shadow in his arm 
unfolds into rungs and railing 


making it safe —he climbs 
the way mountains still challenge stars 
—from far away, he leans 


and the curb, arm over arm 
bonding his heart to the turns 
to the running lights, all those 
ships 


making a circle. 
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All evening by itself 

and weightless cradlesong 
—I fill the warm sink 

the way I would a bag 
—there’s a certain care 

to dip the eyes into paper 


—don’t ask me why —I bathe your envelope 
till a cheek falls away —I save 

only the canceled seals, your letters 
burning in a shallow bowl near the water 


near the smoke drifting across this sink 
making up new water I don’t recognize 
or why this useless postage stamp 

is rescued —it was the sky calling out 
was the eyes. 


I lift this stamp to lay it down 

one by one, softer than when 

between the cemetery rows 

and all those orderly lines 

across the powerless stone and my eyes 


—you send and what's left is all evening 
another death :each letter 

with all its heart the lullaby 

about its heart, about its missing arms 
—this plume in search for the disappeared 
the missing stamp and glue 
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—you send and all night 

—don’t ask me why —I just let the water 
—TI have this fear, this passed upon 

this sent out for, this martyrdom 

struck, holding fast —the dead 


hold fast to everything. 
Only water. They want only water. 
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Its light can’t reach, let go 
and what once was a wooden table 
is lips and your arms 


—I rattle this bulb, listen 
for where the wood overflows 
bailing out, cup after cup 


splashing, wiping, erasing 
then weeping again —the tree 
is too heavy, the table can’t move 


and my breath that once boiled 
from kissing your breath on the throat 
—this table’s darkness can’t reach either. 


Or the sun lifted out in the open 
—this light once too sharp 
still empties, shapes from the table 


this mask with holes for my eyes 
and the Earth —it does no good 
to replace the bulb 


or cover the table or bed 
against the frost —what helps 
is the listening, is the withered leg 


tapping the bare floor 
for footsteps 
and easy touching home. 


These plates, cups —a dim bulb 
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tracks their plausible mane :no constellation 


—even Gemini, their lips 


once huge but I can still make out 
—this chair, spoon, another spoon 
—star to star as if some cave 


its odd-shaped beast midair 
spread out to dry this wall 
this door imagined open. 


I can trace —this room 
this prairie flowing across and the wall 
unable to hold on, its plaster 


falling from one formation into another 
—you won't remember what this dust 
looked like, the night air 


not yet dry, one plate 
darker than the other —when the chair 
was Closer and the lips. 
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This dirt overflows, its rim 

stirred hand to hand —they surround 

—TI never see the wolf 

lifting its head and alone 

to something not yet the mountainside 
—these kids already into bank and climb 
and the loop working its way to the center 
trapped, the leaves torn apart 

ferocious as ever. 


I never see its eyes turning on edge 
—these gloats and yells 

something that will become a softness 
saying let’s go back, some clouds 
must still be there 

and from habit my arms open out 
hoping someone would want them 
—one hand threatening to die | 
around and around, to drown in dirt 
alone, and reach the howling. 
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I still believe all flame is brittle 
THIS SIDE UP and guard it 
and here the beach 


here soldiers once :this sand 
torn open, red hot, face down 
watches —this ocean 


pulled and further back the weeds 
still trying to climb out 
sniffing my tongue 


and HANDLE WITH CARE. 
I believe you dead 
are waving to one another 


—the ocean hand over hand 
fills, is overflowing 
—from my mouth a rain 


head back, so gentle 


you don’t hear it fall 
or your beautiful lips. 
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War-time green and almost —these pines 
suddenly turn back, only rock 

makes it to the top, grasps the slant 

colder than falcons, wings fixed 

and branches breaking off as if this slope 
once flew, the Earth trickling from its beak 
and blizzards weightless 

whiter than my footsteps still clasp 

and skies brighter than stone. 


Within sight! barbwire circling :these leaves 
tighten each tree, the wind 

bending back this mountain, comets 

pulled off course to hide in the daylight 
—the sun painted green though Spring 
can’t move, so close and standing 


—TI kneel while my axe ahead 

strikes for the dead, cries out from the peak 
arms filled with lightning, cities on fire. 

I hold this axe as if a spade 

would open the chimneys, the railroad cars 


—this blade pointing like fingers 


into my heart, into the tiny mouths 
and smoke covered with snow. 
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A book or a coat on a seat 

but how do you save an empty room 
—the stuffed bear, tamed 

trained —this crib 

is already taken :low flying planes 


and these walls by a cry 

for later, by a blanket —the soft bear 
so close to the window :a trap 
rusted shut —every song 

already knows your words 


—the bear even now 

listens for the dark mountainside 
bending over your lips - 

—you have forgotten how to fall. 


You look for an edge 

but every chair has magazines on it 

or some mail or a hat or the unpaid bills 

or the dust that saves a place forever 

ticking close to your ear 

as if you are missing, are rocking a low stool 
and your heart already asleep. 
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The dead branch writing on this wall 
never learns —a name 

could change things, pleaded with 
the way a steady rain 

softly from among the others 

reaches down to promise in writing 


—all summer and the name 
hardly begun, the bare tree 
grieving for the one name 

whose shadow is the sky all night 


taking so long —the leaves 
couldn’t hold on any more 
and what’s left little by little 
the wall becomes your name 
broken in pieces. 
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Two syllables :the curve 

where her name can turn homeward 
and the path take on the shape 

the spiral working its way 


—you see the name bend 

leaving your eyes 

for the ice that trembles between your hands 
and rivers sinking into the Earth 


—in your arms her name and its shadow 
has a forehead, made from iron 

—you can’t lift it closer, kneel 

till no light enters or leaves 


—two sounds that have no sound 
but the longing for the small feathers 
that flutter past your lips 

shake the sky loose and in your arms. 
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All this ocean and still more thirst 
—the Earth longing for rain 

the way trees have never forgotten 
the sun wants its leaves returned 


—it’s natural you number these stones 
to dampen your lips, count the nights 
it did not rain —your fingers kept open 
so their heat can’t strangle what's left 
from a light older than water 

half remembered, half falling now 

as dried-out breezes, rock 

no one has ever seen, overflowing 

drop by drop in your small red pail. 


What you collect from this beach 
surrounds the Earth that sees itself 
in the rain still on its way 

still further than the stars 


—before the first rain 

those stones already gathered 
must have known their clouds 
would settle on your lips 

as drought :the dim breath 

that welcomed you and season. 
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All night tightening, rolled smooth 
and bone —when the water comes 
this soap will boil to the surface 
past the surface 

— it takes all night to disappear. 


I peel my arms as if pain 

fragrant from distance and ecstasy 
—I need more fingers 

—lI need to walk and the water 


is rubbing my arms :great lamps 

lit inside, around and around 

wide open and water when it comes 

washes over me 

hovering in those blue lights 

magicians wave to steady the beautiful assistant 
the hoops back and forth 

preparing my flight down, my hands on fire 
and water held close when it comes. 


Even stars need love 

quicken from a little mist and in my eyes 
the few tears could be whispers 

—who can tell. The mirror is so far. 


Everything is so far. 

I don’t hear my arms 

all night bathing those old love songs. 
I don’t hear the soap flare up 

or see or the lost fire raging in my eyes. 
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